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How to use these questions: 

These discussion questions are based on the video and required reading for each class. You can use 
them to lead a discussion with your group, or you can use them to think about the class videos and 
readings on your own. You do not have to use them in the order given below, and you do not have 
to use all of them. Onward! 
 

Class 4 Questions for Beginning Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Camille Rankine’s talk: 

Camille Rankine discusses the pantoum poem and gives a few examples to illustrate how 
pantoums work (pantoum = The pantoum is a form of poetry similar to a villanelle in that 
there are repeating lines throughout the poem. It is composed of a series of quatrains; the 
second and fourth lines of each stanza are repeated as the first.) Read one of these pantoums 
out loud (you can read these poems in the Class Four Transcript). How does the structured 
repetition affect you? How does this structure complement the content of the poems? 
 
Optional discussion activity: Choose one of the pantoum poems from Camille Rankine’s talk 
(you can read these poems in the Class Four Transcript). Rewrite it as a prose poem. How 
do you experience the poem differently as a prose poem? Do you think the pantoum form 
creates a particular effect that is absent in the prose poem? 

 

From Shane McCrae’s talk: 
Shane McCrae suggests that a constraint in writing poetry is a “generative distraction” from 
the idea of your poem. During the writing of a poem, if you began to have trouble 
continuing, do you think it might be helpful to distract yourself from the idea you are trying 
to convey by imposing constraints on your writing? Do you think the opposite might work: 
if you distracted yourself from thinking about the form by concentrating on the idea, might 
the writing of the poem become easier? 
 

Optional assignment preparation question for beginning writers: 
To prepare for the assignment, experiment with Shane McCrae’s suggestion: embrace a 
constraint as a helpful generative tool. Choose a form (such as the sonnet) and a subject 
(such as a goat). Then, thinking back to Carol Light’s talk on working with surprising 
phrases, apply an unexpected idea to your subject (such as a talking goat). Start writing about 
the talking goat in sonnet form. As soon as you have trouble with the form, focus on 
describing the goat and its strange speaking voice. As soon as you run out of things to say 
about the goat, try putting the descriptive lines you already wrote into sonnet form. This may 
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not turn into a real poem for you, but it may help you feel more confident about bringing 
with form and content together.  
 

From Richard Kenney’s talk: 
Richard Kenney discusses meter and its traditional use as a constraint in poetry. Look at 
Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poem “As Kingfishers Catch Fire” (a link to this poem can be 
found in the Class Four Readings document). Do you think that strict meter is central to the 
success of the poem, or do you imagine it could have succeeded without the constraint of 
strict meter? 

 
Class 4 Questions for Experienced Writers 
Choose one or more of the options below to discuss with your group: 
 
From Camille Rankine’s talk: 

Camille Rankine discusses the pantoum poem and gives a few examples to illustrate how 
they work. What are your thoughts on the structure of the pantoum? Do you think the 
constraint of its structure would help or hamper your writing process? Look back at the 
poems you have written for this course: how would applying the structure of a pantoum 
change their effect on the reader? How might it transform the reader’s experience of your 
poems’ content? 
 

From Shane McCrae’s talk: 
Shane McCrae suggests that a constraint in writing poetry is a “generative distraction” from 
the idea of your poem. Are there particular constraints that you find useful in clarifying the 
focus or the meaning of your writing? Does experimentation with constraint lead you to 
embrace the form, or to break away from it?  
 

From Richard Kenny’s talk: 
Richard Kenney discusses meter throughout his talk and how it has been used traditionally 
as a constraint to create rhythm and meaning on a formal level. How do you employ meter 
in your work? What are strategies do you rely on to find the most effective balance between 
form and content? Do you find meter to enhance or limit your work? 

 


